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Council communism - an introduction 

A short history and explanation of the ideas and practice of council communism. 

Council communism was a militant workers' movement that first emerged in 
Germany and the Netherlands during the 1920s. Today it continues as an 
important theoretical current within libertarian communism. 

The central (and simple) argument of council communism, in stark contrast to 
both reformist social democrats and Leninists, is that workers’ councils which 
arise in workplaces and communities during periods of intense struggle are the 
natural form of working class organisation. This view is completely opposed to 
reformist or Leninist arguments which stress that the working class are incapable 
of doing anything by ourselves and need to rely on vanguard parties, ballot 
boxes (and the state institutions that both of these entail) to sort out our 
problems. 

These conclusions lead council communists to maintain very similar positions to 
those held by anarchist communists with the main difference often, but not 
always, being a commitment to Marx and his methods of analysis. As such there 
are historical and present day instances of close cooperation between the two 
currents, even to the point of council communists becoming members of 
anarchist communist groups. 

Following from this, council communists argue that society and the economy 


should be managed by federations of workers’ councils, made up of delegates 
elected at workplaces and can be recalled at any moment by those who elected 
them. As such, council communists oppose bureaucratic state socialism. They 
also oppose the idea of a revolutionary party seizing power, believing that any 
social upheaval led by one these 'revolutionary’ parties will just end up in a 
party dictatorship. 

They also believe that the role of the revolutionary party is not to perform the 
revolution for the working class, but only to agitate within the class, encouraging 
people to take control of their own struggles through the directly democratic 
institutions of workers’ councils. 

It’s sometimes been thought that council communists have maintained an 
'outside and against’ position on bureaucratic reformist trade unions, seeing 
them as a brake on workers’ 

militancy and believing that the leadership, whose role is seen as little more than 
'cops with flat caps’, will always eventually sell out the membership. It is true 
that, historically at least, 

council communists have been anti-trade union. However, this has largely been 
due to the context in which council communists were writing. For instance, 
German council communists of the 1920s were fully aware of the German trade 
unions’ role in betraying the attempted workers’ revolution in 1918. However, in 
modern times, though keeping a very critical view of trade unions and their 
undemocratic nature, council communists generally believe that having a union 
is better for workers than not having one. 

Gouncil communists obviously also held a strong criticism of the 'successful’ 
Russian revolution of 1917. Though they felt that originally it had a pro-working 
class nature about it, it ended up being a bourgeois revolution, with the new 
'communist’ leaders replacing the old feudal aristocracy with a state capitalist 
bureaucracy. The council communists hold that the Bolshevik Party just took 
over the role of individual capitalists rather then got rid of it. 

The council communists emerged largely out of the German rank-and-file trade 
union movement, who opposed their unions and organised increasingly radical 
strikes towards the end of 1917 and the beginning of 1918. These formed into 
the Gommunist Workers’ Party of Germany (KAPD), it's union the AAUD, and 



the AAUD-E, whose hey-day was in the attempted German revolution of 1918- 
19. Similar tendencies developed within the workers’ 

movements of Italy, Bulgaria and the Netherlands. 

The brutally repressed but briefly successful anti-USSR workers' uprising in 
Hungary 1956 is often used as a practical example of how workers' councils can 
arise naturally out of the working class during periods of intense class struggle, 
even despite the workers' lack of explicit commitment to council communist 
theory. 

Council communist ideas have since been taken on by many libertarian 
communists around the world with groups like Socialisme ou Barbarie and the 
Situationist International being greatly influenced by them. 

However, these groups are sometimes designated derogatively as 'councilist' by 
council communists, for overtly obsessing over workers' spontaneity and 
submitting to what Mark Shipway describes as 'an empty, formalistic emphasis 
on workers’ councils which completely neglects the communist content of the 
council communist equation.' This is perceived as dangerous because it is 
possible that workers might be able to spontaneously take over the means of 
production during a crisis but only end up establishing a form of 'self-managed 
capitalism' in which federated workers' councils govern the world but unpleasant 
capitalist wage relations are still retained. 

Council communists in contrast think that the working class must develop to 
possess a strong political consciousness and have communism and the abolition 
of capitalism set as their goal; the councils are only the means by which this goal 
can be realised. This was also the criticism made by the KAPD/AAUD when the 
AAUD-E split from them in rejection of a separate organisation of communists. 

By libcom, 2005 (subject to subsequent edits by forum members) More 
information 

Marxists.org - Council communist section on marxists.org, loads of good articles 
and biographies 

John Gray Archive - For Communism website, lots of good articles AF-North - 
contains material from the council communist group Subversion and the 
communist group Wildcat, which was originally archived here 



Antagonism - Antagonism Press website, loads of great articles on council 
communism, specifically the Dutch/German tendencies 

On Council Communsim by Marcel van der Linden - is a useful account of 
German-Dutch left as a political movement. 

The Revolution is not a Party Affair by Otto Ruble 

Workers’ Councils by Anton Pannekoek 

Anti-Parliamentary Communism: The movement for workers councils in Britain 
- Mark Shipway 

Communism And Its Tactics - Sylvia Pankhurst 



